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Capping several weeks of reports by the Catholic church and the UN Observer Mission (ONUSAL)
of increased death squad activities, the Oct. 25 assassination of Francisco Veliz, a top leader from the
Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN), finally thrust the issue squarely into the public
spotlight. The resurgence in death squad activity has not only cast a shadow over preparations
for the March 1994 general elections, but has also raised new questions about the viability of the
Salvadoran peace process itself. Veliz, an FMLN candidate for alternate deputy in the Legislative
Assembly and member of the FMLN's Political Commission, was shot to death on the morning
of Oct. 25 as he was dropping his one-year-old daughter off at a day-care center. The shooting
took place on the streets of a quiet neighborhood in the northern part of the capital. Two men
driving a pickup truck with polarized windows followed Veliz to the scene. Veliz, still holding his
daughter in his arms, was shot in the head at point blank range. Veliz's widow confirmed that
the FMLN leader had received several anonymous death threats in the period leading up to the
killing. Veliz joined the Revolutionary Party of Central American Workers (Partido Revolucionario
de los Trabajadores Centroamericanos, PRTC) one of the five organizations which comprise the
FMLN in 1974. As "Comandante Miguel Hernandez," Veliz served as one of the PRTC's top military
commanders during the 12-year civil war. Several top FMLN leaders, including the party's general
coordinator Shafik Handal, gathered at the scene of the crime. Handal dismissed any suggestion
that the killing could have been related to common crime, noting that the neighborhood where
the shooting occurred has a very low crime rate due to the exceptionally large police presence
there. He added that nothing was taken from Veliz or his car. Handal said the killing was aimed
at creating an atmosphere of uncertainty and instability as the country prepares for the beginning
of the electoral campaign in just a few weeks. The FMLN warned that continued refusal by the
government to investigate the resurgence of death squad activity and to prosecute those responsible
for the killings threatens to undermine the legitimacy of the peace process itself. "Here we have
a case of a top political leader from the FMLN who had put the war behind him, opting instead to
struggle through institutional channels," said FMLN leader Nidia Diaz. "To those who say they
want to bury the past, we say that the assassins [in this case] must be apprehended and put on
trial." Within hours of the shooting, ONUSAL director Augusto Ramirez Ocampo expressed serious
concern over the incident, admitting that it "has very grave political overtones." He confirmed that,
during the past several weeks, ONUSAL has been investigating reports issued by Catholic church
authorities regarding increased death squad activities. Ramirez Ocampo added that ONUSAL
is also prepared to participate in the investigation into the Veliz killing. The Veliz assassination
came just three days after the Oct. 22 release by ONUSAL of its latest report on the human rights
situation in El Salvador. In the report, covering the period between May 1 and July 31, ONUSAL
confirmed a disturbing increase in "the incidence of politically motivated arbitrary executions
and torture." According to the report, 60% of those executions were carried out by unidentified
individuals or "irregular groups," suggesting "the growing activity of clandestine groups whose
methodology corresponds to the death squads." The report quickly attracted attention, since it
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marked the first time that ONUSAL had publicly referred to death squad activities. The report also
criticized the administration of President Alfredo Cristiani for consistently failing to take decisive
action in investigating the crimes. In addition, a report released on Oct. 2 by the independent
Human Rights Ombudsman's office (Procuraduria de los Derechos Humanos de El Salvador,
PDHES) also expressed concern over the increase in politically motivated violence, including threats
issued by death squads against members of the FMLN and other leftist organizations (see NotiSur,
10/15/93). For its part, since late August, the Catholic church had repeatedly expressed concern
over indications of growing death squad activity. San Salvador Archbishop Arturo Rivera y Damas
launched the most recent warning of such activity during his Oct. 17 homily, reporting that during
the previous week, three people had been murdered in a style reminiscent of the death squads. He
said one of the murder victims, Jorge Solorzano, was dragged from his home in the western town
of Santa Ana and killed with an explosive device placed on his body, "his destroyed corpse left
floating on the waters of a river, terrorizing the local population." Rivera y Damas went on to urge
the Cristiani government to investigate the killings in order to avoid an unravelling of the peace
process. Meanwhile, faced with the growing wave of condemnations of the Veliz assassination,
President Cristiani announced the creation of a commission, comprised of members of the civilian
administration and the security forces, to investigate what "appear to be politically motivated"
crimes in El Salvador. The FMLN rejected the move, instead calling for formation of a body with
much broader membership, including representatives from different social sectors, the government,
the National Peace Commission (COPAZ), ONUSAL, and diplomats from several foreign countries.
The FMLN is also demanding a more active role in the process of investigating the death squads
on the part of both the United States government and the United Nations. In a statement released
on Oct. 26, the FMLN urged the administration of President Bill Clinton to release information in
its hands on the death squads in order to facilitate the investigations. Within hours of the Veliz
killing, the State Department issued a statement describing assassination as "a despicable act and
an insult to Salvadorans working for peace." FMLN leader Marco Jimenez said the former guerrilla
organization appreciated the US position, but added, "we call [on the US government] to open
up the files of its security institutions where we know there exists information on the composition
of the death squads." Jimenez said the US government has "an enormous contribution to make
to this country in order to guarantee that this investigation culminates successfully." Jimenez
specifically cited a section in the report issued by the UN-appointed Truth Commission regarding
the death squads which referred to "information in possession of the US government that was
not made available to the Commission." FMLN leader Joaquin Villalobos, meanwhile, demanded
that the Truth Commission release the names of the individuals responsible for financing the
death squads. In comments to reporters from the Inter Press Service, Villalobos added that by
having opted to keep the names secret, the Truth Commission "gave a green light to the death
squads to keep on killing." According to Villalobos, among those who finance the death squads
are two wealthy Salvadoran businessmen living in exile: Orlando de Sola, who lives in Miami,
and Enrique Altamirano Madriz, owner of daily newspaper El Diario de Hoy, who lives in Spain.
With the electoral campaign set to begin on Nov. 20, the Veliz assassination, combined with other
recent acts of intimidation against leftist forces, is but the latest in a series of signs that sectors
on the far-right remain adamantly opposed to successful culmination of the Salvadoran peace
process. The government's will to confront the situation will thus be put to a crucial test in the
coming weeks. (Sources: Reuter, 10/17/93; Agence France-Presse, 10/22/93, 10/26/93; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 10/24/93, 10/25/93, 10/26/93, 10/27/93;
United Press International, Inter Press Service, 10/26/93)
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